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REALITY
CHECK
When I first started the architectural program at Iowa 
State University, my expectations and assumptions 
of that program were vastly different than what I 
discovered. I thought I’d be piecing spaces and rooms 
together to create buildings, I thought that everything 
I learned in school would only be applicable to my 
education and profession, and I believed that an 
architectural education mandated an architectural 
profession. I truly believed that after five years in 
the program, I would graduate, find an architecture 
firm, and begin my career as a practicing architect. I 
believed that school and work would be perfect examples 
of each other. I thought I would graduate from school 
and have all the answers: where I should live, where I 
should work—I thought that the next 10 to 15 years of 
my life would simply fall into line. I now laugh at my 
idealistic expectations. I wish I would have known what 
I know now when I started the program so that I would 
have been more prepared for the position in which I 
find myself today. I know that many of my fellow peers 
felt and feel as I do, especially those who recently 
graduated. Thus in an effort to pass it forward, or in 
this case back, I’ll tell you where I stumbled along 
the way so that maybe you’ll have a better chance of 
getting it right.
KATELYN RUTLEDGE
ASSUMPTIONS OF ARCHITECTURE:
You all know that saying “assuming makes an ‘ass’ 
out of ‘u’ and ‘me’?  Well that’s how I felt my first 
day of studio. My assumptions were so far off that I 
believed that architecture was no more complex than 
what I learned in my high school drafting class. After 
having professors like John Maves, Mikesch Muecke, 
Mitchell Squire, Gregory Palermo, and Kimberly Zarecor, 
all of whom have such definitive opinions on what it 
means to practice architecture and the responsibilities 
that are inherently attached to that practice, I’ve 
learned that architecture is not simply a practice— it 
influences us and the people for whom we build. Neil 
Leach probably said it best — “our engagement with the 
built environment is never a given, static condition, 
but an ongoing process of constant adaptation”.1 The 
realization of this principle is one that I wish would 
have happened much earlier in my education — I think I 
would have given my buildings a more personal level of 
detail. I would have been aware of the fact that what 
I’m designing is not a 1/16” scale model but rather 
a building to be inhabited by people. A class I took 
my last semester — yes, my last semester — of college 
really threw that now obvious fact into focus. During 
that class, I read Alain de Botton’s Architecture of 
Happiness; and it said that we, as designers, not only 
can but should influence how people react and live in 
our buildings. We have a responsibility to our training 
to positively impact our environment and the human 
population.2 It is that core principle that every 
student of architecture should take away from their 
education, regardless of what they do after graduation.  
ASSUMPTIONS OF SCHOOL:
Thinking that what I learned and experienced in 
my architectural education would only impact my 
architectural future was my most misguided notion of 
all. Between staying up all night, presenting personal 
and highly invested designs to a team of jurors who 
in all likelihood will rip you to pieces, traveling 
to Rome, and learning how to defend a design to a 
professor, I came to realize that learning how to be 
an architect was the smallest piece of my education.  
It is still a bit mind-blowing to realize that I was 
learning how to manage time efficiently, present a 
convoluted idea in an organized way, and accept and 
actually use harsh criticism through my four years in 
the program. I was forced to step outside my comfort 
zone in Rome and I learned how to have an actual, 
professional relationship with professors in contrast 
to the random emails or mass announcements through 
Blackboard to which I had become accustomed. I learned 
how to be myself in a way that I’m not sure business 
or engineering college would have allowed me to be.  
It was incredibly liberating to learn that I could be 
who I wanted to be and design how and what I wanted.  
Architectural classes, especially studio, taught me 
that I can push myself beyond those boundaries to 
which I had constrained myself. I know now that I can 
impress myself by surpassing those limitations, and I 
like to think that my peers and professors were equally 
impressed on occasion. Classes were never just about 
architecture, and I will be forever grateful for the 
things I learned during my experience, even if they are 
not directly applicable to working in a firm. 
ASSUMPTIONS OF MY DEGREE:
Looking back at my 18 year old self when I didn’t 
know what I wanted to do, to my sophomore year when 
I applied to architecture, and then looking at 
myself now, I  wish I would have made some different 
choices. That’s not to say that I wish I hadn’t 
applied to architecture, but rather I wish I had 
broadened my focus beyond architecture. I look at a 
friend who is a junior, who is in interior design 
and getting a business degree, and I think she is 
genius. I wish I would have realized earlier that 
the more options available for where and how to work 
would be very valuable to me now. I’ve learned that 
receiving an architectural education does not dictate 
an architectural profession and with that knowledge, 
I wish I had supplemented my architectural education 
beyond my extra curricula. It was something that I 
never thought about until I participated in Datum.  
During one of our many discussions, we happened to 
debate about what school really teaches us and it was 
astonishing to hear how many of my peers thought that 
it doesn’t teach us to be an architect – rather it 
teaches us, instead, a different way of thinking. We 
learn to think outside the box and create different 
solutions, and we’re good at it. We draw (with really 
expensive pens I might add), we sketch, we create 
crazy things and sometimes we make a building. Arthur 
Danto said “In art schools, for example, skills are 
no longer taught... the main thing was to find the 
means to embody the meanings they were interested 
in conveying”.3 This is so true for architecture, in 
nearly every class and facet of our education.   
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“ D E S I G N  I S  I N  E V E R Y T H I N G  W E  M A K E ,  B U T  I T ’ S  A L S O 
B E T W E E N  T H O S E  T H I N G S .   I T ’ S  A  M I X  O F  C R A F T,  S C I E N C E , 
S T O R Y T E L L I N G ,  P R O PA G A N D A ,  A N D  P H I L O S O P H Y. ”  
-E R I K  A D I G A R D
Our professors didn’t merely teach us to draw, design 
or model (which for some of us, we griped about on 
a daily basis); instead they gave us the means to 
transform our fanciful thoughts into a reality. They 
forced us to learn the basics for ourselves and in 
doing so, allowed us to become better designers.
  
So now here I am, three months after graduation, 
working in a firm and wondering what the rest of my 
life will be like. Will I stay in this profession and 
continue to work on AUTOCAD drawings and details, or 
will I take risks the way I did in school and strike 
out on my own? Honestly, I don’t have the answers 
and while that is incredibly terrifying, it’s also a 
little exciting. So my advice for my fellow graduates: 
enjoy the not knowing. And for those new and upcoming 
architectural students it is this: make the most of 
your education — go wild, design crazy stupid things, 
challenge your peers and professors, step outside your 
comfort zone, and most importantly, have the time  
of your life.
